This paper brings together data on national policies for improving reading achievement with student reading outcomes according to the OECD Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) 2009 data. It is based on a two-step analysis. Firstly, the prevalence of national policies for improving reading achievement (i.e., specialist reading teachers, national tests for identifying individual learning needs and curriculum guidelines on reading comprehension strategies) is described in 32 European countries. Secondly, a three-level regression analysis is performed in order to assess the relative impact of the analysed national policies. The results indicate that the provision of reading specialists for providing targeted support to students with difficulties and advice to teachers seems to be the most important measure. Moreover, central level regulation by education authorities can be an effective way to assure the right to a reading specialist for every student in need.
Introduction: what do we know about the causes of low achievement in reading?
The successful acquisition of reading skills during childhood and adolescence is fundamental for young people to allow them to pursue their personal goals when embarking on adult life. Moreover, good literacy skills are the basis of a child's entire school career; without them academic success is unattainable. For these reasons, causes for reading difficulties have been extensively researched. The main sources for drawing valid conclusions from cross-country comparisons have been the international student achievement surveys PISA (Programme for International Student Assessment) and PIRLS (Progress in International Reading Literacy Study). PISA and-to a lesser extent-PIRLS have triggered diverse reactions and reform measures in education systems around the globe.
There is a wide consensus that socio-economic background and home environment have a very significant impact on school achievement, including in reading (see, e.g., Breen & Jonsson, 2005; Mullis et al., 2007; OECD, 2004 OECD, , 2010b . The majority of students with reading difficulties are boys who come from socio-economically disadvantaged families and who tend to lack educational resources, including books. Yet the extent of the influence of home and family background varies across countries. The strength of the relationship could be seen an indicator of overall equality of the education system (Dobbins & Martens, 2012) .
School level factors have also been extensively researched using contextual questionnaires of international student achievement surveys. School autonomy in textbook choice and hiring teachers has been shown to have positive effects on student achievement (Fuchs & Woessmann, 2007; Woessmann et al., 2007) . However, school autonomy may be conducive to student achievement in well-developed systems but detrimental in low-performing systems (Hanushek et al., 2012) . Research also indicates that school disciplinary problems are associated with lower student performance (Arum & Velez, 2012; Fini, 2007) .
There is, however, less information and less agreement regarding the impact of national policies and characteristics of education systems on reading achievement. As countries of similar prosperity produce very different educational results (OECD, 2010a) , the success of an education system seems to depend more on how educational resources are invested than on the volume of investment (OECD, 2012a) . A few known results regarding the impact of characteristics of education systems include a positive influence of the amount of time spent in pre-primary education (Mullis et al., 2007) and the negative impact of grade repetition (OECD, 2012b) . Also, in countries and schools where students are guided into different tracks based on their abilities, overall performance is not improved, but socio-economic differences are accentuated (Hanushek & Woessmann, 2006; Marks et al., 2006; OECD, 2004 OECD, , 2010c Van de Werfhorst & Mijs, 2010) . Most of the analyses of country-level characteristics are based on derivative indicators from contextual questionnaires; studies linking data from other sources to international survey results are rarer.
There remains a lack of evidence on the effectiveness of educational policies for tackling low achievement. This paper aims to address this gap by bringing together data on certain national policies 1 for tackling reading difficulties with the actual student outcomes according to the latest PISA 2009 data. However, it is important to note that country-level variables have much less explanatory potential than individual-level or school-level variables. Indeed, differences between 32 analysed European countries explain only 7% of the total variance of reading performance, while between-school differences represent 38% and within school 55% of total variance. 2 In case of educational policies, it might be related to different levels of implementation due to regional variations and school autonomy.
Despite the limitations in explanatory power, this paper is based on the assumption that it is possible to identify certain strategies or approaches at country level that help to tackle the problem of low achievement in reading. In order to reach this aim, some of the main national policies for support to low achievers are described and the countries are classified according to the prevailing patterns. This part of the analysis is based on comparative data from the Eurydice Network on Education Systems and Policies in Europe 3 on national policies for improving reading achievement. The analysed national measures include the provision of specialist reading teachers in classrooms, the administration of national tests for identifying individual learning needs and the existence of curriculum guidelines on reading comprehension strategies.
Subsequently, an attempt is made to identify if certain patterns of support are more effective than others. The outcomes of the educational systems are analysed using reading achievement results from PISA 2009. 4 The analysis covers 32
European education systems that are members of Eurydice Network and participated in PISA 2009. The paper is structured as follows. First, a review of current research literature provides the theoretical background for the analysed national approaches for tackling low achievement in reading. This is followed by a section explaining the methodology and in particular the Eurydice data used. Finally, the results are presented and discussed, along with specific reflection on the added value and limitations of this kind of macro-level analysis.
National policies for improving reading achievement
The present analysis examines three aspects of national policy aiming to improve reading achievement, namely the availability of specialist reading teachers, national tests for identifying individual learning needs and curriculum guidelines on reading comprehension strategies. These support measures cover crucial areas in the different phases of reading literacy. Reading specialist support and national tests are mostly used during the primary level of education, or the 'learning to read' phase. Timely detection of reading difficulties through national tests identifying individual learning needs and targeted help of reading specialists is essential. Reading comprehension strategies, on the other hand, are important not only in the primary education, but also in the later years, or in the 'reading to learn' phase. Inclusion of curriculum guidelines on reading comprehension strategies in our analysis therefore aims to highlight that attention to reading in school should not end with the 'learning to read' phase, but continue in secondary levels of education promoting high levels of understanding and reflection on written texts. Moreover, Eurydice data has shown that there is considerable variation in European countries in the national policies for these support measures. Table 1 includes a short description of all the analysed approaches for tackling low achievement in reading.
Reading specialists
Even with excellent instruction, some students fail to make satisfactory progress in reading. They might thus require and benefit from additional support from a reading specialist who can provide individual or small-group intensive instruction in close coordination with the classroom instruction given by the teacher. Reading specialists are fully-qualified teachers with additional, specific qualifications, exceeding those of normal classroom teachers. Based on their advanced knowledge, competences and skills, reading specialists can help to adapt or modify reading instruction for students with reading difficulties, either directly or indirectly, through supporting the professional learning of the teachers and thus add to high-quality reading instruction in schools.
Research evidence highlights the importance of specialised reading professionals for teaching children to read (Allington, 2006; Bean et al., 2003; Darling-Hammond, 2006; Mokhtari et al., 2009; Taylor et al., 2000) . These and similar studies also highlight the crucial role of reading specialists in preventing and tackling reading difficulties in young children (e.g., Bean, 2009; Snow et al., 1998; IRA, 2010) . Their support can be particularly effective if it is available directly in the classroom or in the students' school. The conclusions of a study carried out by the US National Research Council (Snow, 1998) on preventing reading difficulties in young children highlight the importance of ensuring that well-trained reading specialists are available for direct interventions with children and for on-going support to classroom teachers.
In addition to improving classroom instruction, reading specialists also have an important role in the context of student assessment and providing adequate feedback about the learning needs of students back to classroom teachers and parents. Moreover, reading specialists can act as a resource person to communicate students' developments in reading to other specialised staff, e.g., educational psychologists, speech therapists or special educators (IRA, 2000) .
National tests identifying individual learning needs
While appropriate instruction can effectively enhance the development of students' reading skills, proper and continuous assessment is an equally vital part of the process of teaching and learning. In particular formative assessment can play an important role in supporting students' reading skills development through an in-depth evaluation of their reading ability and progress (Black & Wiliam, 1998; Garbe et al., 2009; OECD, 2005) . National tests-also referred to as standardised assessment-can likewise benefit teaching and learning if the results data offers the capacity for teachers to diagnose students' progress (Griffin et al., 2010) . National tests are often used to ensure that the performances of individual students are readily comparable. They provide students with information about their own acquired knowledge which can be compared to that of their peers and the national averages. Teachers also use the results of some national tests to compare the learning attainment of individual students, identify specific learning needs and adapt their teaching accordingly.
Research evidence confirms the positive impact of national tests that identify individual learning needs on students' literacy learning outcomes (e.g., Halverson et al., 2005; Mokhtari et al., 2007) . Moreover, studies in several countries (Demailly, 2001; Helgøy & Homme, 2007; House of Commons, 2007; Johnson & Duffett, 2003) 1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  10  11  12  13  14  15  16  17  18  19  20  21  22  23  24  25  26  27  28  29  30  31  32  33  34  35  36  37  38  39  40  41  42  43  44  45  46 especially important in the educational systems where teachers and schools enjoy high levels of autonomy.
National tests can provide a good indication of students' reading comprehension provided that it is done in parallel with discussions and feedback that inform instruction and support students' individual learning needs.
Reading comprehension strategies
National curricula 5 for teaching reading establish the basic frameworks within which teachers are required or advised to develop their own teaching to meet their students' needs. Although there may be differences in the extent to which individual teachers adhere to national recommendations, research suggests that national frameworks and curricula have a strong impact on actual teaching practice (Crahay et al., 2006) .
Among the most effective teaching practices for promoting reading literacy and helping struggling readers are teaching reading comprehension strategies, continuity of phonics instruction and text-based collaborative learning (EACEA & Eurydice, 2011) . Continuity of phonics instruction and text-based collaborative learning were widely recommended in many education systems and seem not to distinguish countries regarding the proportions of low achievers in reading. Therefore only the recommendations to use reading comprehension strategies are analysed in this paper.
Reading comprehension strategies are specific procedures that enable students to become aware of how well they are comprehending the text as they read, and improve their understanding and learning from it. As struggling readers tend to have a very small repertoire of reading comprehension strategies and may often choose to read on further in a text even if they do not understand it, teaching students to use reading comprehension strategies can help them to better understand a text before, during and after reading.
There has been much support in recent years for the explicit teaching of reading comprehension strategies throughout schooling. The idea behind this approach, as stated by the National Reading Panel (NICHD, 2000) , is that reading comprehension can be improved by teaching students to use specific cognitive strategies or to reason strategically when they encounter barriers to comprehension as they read. In addition, the National Reading Panel noted that a number of these strategies are more effective when used as part of a multiple-strategy method. The combined use of several strategies can lead to more effective learning, better transfer of learning, increased memory and general improvements in comprehension.
Recent research in Europe provides evidence for the benefits of teaching reading comprehension strategies in primary and secondary levels of education (Brooks, 2007; Takala, 2006; Sp€ orer et al., 2009) . A comparative study of good practices in European Countries for teaching struggling adolescent readers (Garbe et al., 2009) confirms the lack of command over reading comprehension strategies to be among the main obstacles in these students' reading skills.
Following this reasoning, in this paper we expect that lower levels of low achievers in reading are to be found in those education systems where national policies for improving reading achievement exist. These measures include, in decreasing order of importance:
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• National tests identifying individual learning needs.
• Reading comprehension strategies.
Methodology
This research paper is based on a two-step analysis. Firstly, data from the Eurydice Network on Education Systems and Policies in Europe is used to describe European countries according to their national policies targeting low achievers (i.e., specialist reading teachers, national tests for identifying individual learning needs and curriculum guidelines on reading comprehension strategies). Secondly, the educational outcomes in these European countries are explored analysing reading achievement of 15-year-old students according to the PISA 2009 data. 6 It consists of 197,146 students, 7428 schools and 32 countries.
Such hierarchical data (students within schools within countries) violate the independence assumption of classical models such as the least square error linear regression. Multilevel modelling is an appropriate alternative as it has been designed to handle such dependencies in the data (Raudenbush, 1988; Snijders & Bosker, 1999) .
In this research, a three-level regression analysis was performed with HLM 6.06 (Raudenbush et al., 2004) with students at level one, schools at level two and country at level three.
No independent variables were regressed at levels 1 and 2 and the three above mentioned variables describing national policies targeting low achievers were introduced in the model at the country level. The variable labelled PV1READ in the PISA 2009 database was used as dependant variables and the student final weight W_FSTUWT was standardized as recommended in the PISA 2006 Data Base Manual (OECD, 2009). Data were therefore weighted at level 1 in HLM and fixed and random parameters were estimated according to the full maximum likelihood method. The level 3 independent variables are introduced in the model uncenterered 1 . The multilevel regression equations can be written as follows:
The following sub-sections describe in detail the operationalisation of the variables used for describing the national policies targeting low achievers in reading.
Variable 1: Reading specialists
According to national regulations of nine European education systems-Ireland, Poland, the United Kingdom, and in all five Nordic countries (Denmark, Finland, Iceland, Sweden and Norway), primary school teachers can request the help of a specialist reading teacher to assist them in the classroom (European Commission/ EACEA/Eurydice, 2012) (see Table 2 ). Two types of specialist teachers can be 6 A. Motiejunaite et al .   1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  10  11  12  13  14  15  16  17  18  19  20  21  22  23  24  25  26  27  28  29  30  31  32  33  34  35  36  37  38  39  40  41  42  43  44  45  46 distinguished, those who have had specific training to provide support to students with reading difficulties, and those who are qualified as educational staff dealing with special needs and who, in addition, are specialised in teaching reading and helping students with reading difficulties.
In Denmark, the Laesevejleder provides support and guidance on methods and materials for tackling reading difficulties to teachers, parents and students. In Norway, classroom teachers can contact reading literacy teachers who are specialised in learning support and teaching reading and writing. In Ireland as well as in the United Kingdom (England, Wales and Northern Ireland) some teachers have been trained as Reading Recovery 7 teachers. These teachers are specially trained to provide selected National policies for support of low-achievers 7   1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  10  11  12  13  14  15  16  17  18  19  20  21  22  23  24  25  26  27  28  29  30  31  32  33  34  35  36  37  38  39  40  41  42  43  44  45  46 children with daily half-hour one-to-one lessons tailored to their needs (EACEA & Eurydice, 2011) .
In Finland, Sweden and Iceland the teachers who support primary schools in tackling students' reading difficulties are those qualified as special needs educational staff who are also specialised in reading. In Finland, the educational staff dealing with special needs receive training on reading difficulties as part of a compulsory programme. They assist classroom teachers in various tasks: diagnosing students' reading skills; providing learning support in the form of individualised tasks and use of time; giving guidance and counselling; and developing flexible arrangements, such as flexible grouping, simultaneous teaching, etc. In Sweden, the Speciall€ arare are teachers in special needs education who are trained in, amongst other things, in-depth knowledge of reading techniques and effective methods for encouraging and supporting students' skills in reading at an early stage. One part of the special needs service in Iceland, which is supported by the municipalities, includes appropriate support for students who have difficulties with reading and for teachers who need assistance in helping students with reading difficulties (EACEA & Eurydice, 2011).
Variable 2: National tests identifying individual learning needs
In the context of this analysis, only national tests that can be used to support the learning processes by clarifying the specific learning needs of individual students and identifying appropriate personalised follow-up and teaching have been considered. Although far less is at stake for individual students than in tests for the award of certificates, these standardised tests-in conjunction with continuous assessment by teachers-are important in improving performance and can lead to significant learning gains.
The EACEA/Eurydice (2009a) data shows that 10 of the European education systems considered here organise national tests identifying individual learning needs, namely Belgium (French Community), Denmark, France, Luxembourg, Hungary, Sweden, the United Kingdom (England and Scotland), Iceland and Norway (see Table 2 ).
In this type of national tests, several countries rotate the subjects tested, thereby covering more subjects without significantly increasing the burden imposed by testing on students and teachers. However, the subjects most often tested are the language of instruction (reading) and mathematics.
The precise timing of tests differs from one country to the next. Some of the ten national education systems named above organise national tests identifying individual learning needs only before grade four or during the 'learning to read' phase (Hungary and Norway), while in all of the countries concerned national tests are foreseen both before and after grade four, thus covering both 'learning to read' and 'reading to learn' phases.
Variable 3: Reading comprehension strategies
For defining the countries that provide curriculum guidelines for reading comprehension strategies, the paper uses the EACEA/Eurydice (2011) analysis of national 1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  10  11  12  13  14  15  16  17  18  19  20  21  22  23  24  25  26  27  28  29  30  31  32  33  34  35  36  37  38  39  40  41  42  43  44  45  46 curricula for primary and secondary levels of education related to the language of instruction. One of the key elements of the analysis were teaching approaches linked to reading comprehension strategies.
In order to assess how much emphasis is placed on the teaching of reading comprehension strategies in national curricula, the following range of processes (or strategies) used to enhance students' comprehension were considered:
• Drawing inferences or interpretations while reading text and graphic data.
• Summarising text and focusing selectively on the most important information.
• Making connections between different parts of a text.
• Using background knowledge.
• Checking/monitoring own comprehension.
• Constructing visual representations.
All European countries assign specific objectives for reading comprehension at primary and lower secondary education and the vast majority of curricula include specific parts or sections where reading comprehension strategies are mentioned. However, the teaching of reading comprehension is more effective when it combines the use of several strategies. The present analysis is therefore taking into consideration only those education systems that recommend a wide range of different strategies (five or six) to enhance students' reading comprehension. As shown in Table 2 , primary level curricula in 13 education systems make such recommendations. Curricula for lower secondary level offering such a broad range of strategies exist only in Belgium (French Community), Denmark, Spain, Slovenia and Liechtenstein. Generally, in a majority of countries where national curricula for primary level mention at least three of the six key reading comprehension strategies selected for this analysis, the range is reduced in lower secondary level.
Based on data on the prevalence of national policies on reading specialists, formative national tests and curriculum guidelines regarding reading comprehension strategies, three different patterns of support for struggling readers can be observed in European countries (see Table 2 ):
(1) Education systems with extensive national policies for tackling low achievement in reading. In these education systems reading specialists are available for providing support to students with reading difficulties and national tests that help to detect learning difficulties are administered. In many of these education systems the use of various reading comprehension strategies is recommended in the national curriculum. These education systems tend to tackle the problem of low achievement at an early stage (primary level of education). Moreover, teachers can easily approach professionals that have a specialisation in reading difficulties for advice or refer students for intensive individual-or group-work. Scandinavian countries (Denmark, Finland, Sweden, Iceland and Norway), as well as Ireland, Poland and the United Kingdom have highly developed national support structures for struggling readers. The central regulations in these countries provide for reading specialist support in mainstream schooling, and most of these countries have national tests identifying individual needs and/or recommend extensive use of comprehension strategies.
National policies for support of low-achievers 9   1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  10  11  12  13  14  15  16  17  18  19  20  21  22  23  24  25  26  27  28  29  30  31  32  33  34  35  36  37  38  39  40  41  42  43  44  45  46 (2) Education systems with some national policies for tackling low achievement. These countries administer national tests identifying individual learning needs or have central level recommendations for using a wide range of reading comprehension strategies (or both), but do not stipulate, at central level, the right for reading specialist support. Ten education systems (Belgium [French and German-speaking communities], Spain, France, Luxembourg, Hungary, the Netherlands, Slovenia, Liechtenstein and Turkey) belong to this group. (3) Education systems with limited/no national policies for tackling low achievement.
They provide no support of reading specialists and no screening for reading difficulties via national testing. The use of various reading comprehension strategies is also not encouraged in national curricula. Thirteen education systems do not provide at central level any of the analysed measures of support for students with difficulties in reading. Most Eastern European countries belong to this group. 8 
Results and discussion
A three-level regression modelling was used for analysing the PISA 2009 student achievement in reading data. The first step in analysing data via multilevel modelling is to calculate a fully unconditional model or the simplest model that contains no predictor variables at any level. It is used to understand the basic structure of the data and to obtain the estimates of the amount of variance explained at each level in the model. Comparison of these estimates with the final model determines the amount of variance explained by the added independent variables (Raudenbush & Bryk, 2002) . The variance estimates for the unconditional model (model without any independent variables) are respectively equal to 666, 3691 and 5239 for levels 1, 2 and 3. In other words, differences between European countries explain 7% of the total variance of reading performance, while between-school differences represent 38% and within school 55% of total variance. Therefore, in the European countries, students' educational chances are only modestly affected by the country in which they live. Table 3 shows the random effect estimates or the variance components of the final model with three independent variables at country level. The level 3 variance difference between unconditional and final model indicates the amount of variance explained when adding the three variables at country level. As level 3 variance reported in the final model equals 436, the three independent variables explain 35.5% of the level 3 variance. 9 Table 4 shows the estimation of the fixed effects of the analysed education policies on average student achievement. The results demonstrate that the provision of 1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  10  11  12  13  14  15  16  17  18  19  20  21  22  23  24  25  26  27  28  29  30  31  32  33  34  35  36  37  38  39  40  41  42  43  44  45  46 reading specialist is associated significantly with the country's performance in reading. On average, availability of reading specialists is associated with an increase of the mean achievement of an education system by 35 points (c 001 = 35.27; P < 0.001), which represents about the expected growth due to one year of schooling at that age (see OECD, 2010a) .
Contrary, the other analysed national policies, namely organising national formative tests for identifying individual learning needs or providing curriculum guidelines on how to develop reading strategies, seem to have no impact on the country's mean achievement. Indeed, as p-values for both fixed effects are higher than 0.05, the nullhypotheses that the effect equals zero, cannot be rejected. In other words, these national policies are not associated with higher country average performance in reading.
These findings must be seen in the context of school autonomy. School autonomy is considered in most countries today as instrument to achieve educational goals: more freedom is given to schools and teachers in order to improve the quality of education. However, there are large differences across Europe in the nature and extent of autonomy (EACEA & Eurydice, 2007 , 2008 OECD, 2011) . Concerning reading specialists, EACEA and Eurydice (2011 ) and PIRLS 2006 data (Mullis et al., 2007 shows that in countries with national policies for this form of support measure, the reading specialists are also available in practice. In education systems where central authorities guarantee a right to every school to have a reading specialist, this right is applied widely.
However, the implementation of reading comprehension strategies is less guaranteed even if they are recommended in the curriculum. In Europe, most schools and teachers have a very large degree of autonomy with respect to teaching methods (EA-CEA & Eurydice, 2009b) . This also has an impact on the effectiveness of national tests identifying individual learning needs: even though they represent an important diagnostic instrument, it is subsequently up to schools and teachers to decide over adequate teaching approaches to tackle students' reading difficulties. Moreover, identification of students with reading difficulties has to be combined with support for teachers regarding how to tackle the problems. Mainstream generalist teachers might not have enough knowledge and skills to support specific reading difficulties even if they are identified.
On the other hand, school autonomy can result in the implementation of good practices even in the absence of national policies. For example, even though central Note: The estimates reflect the metric of the overall reading scale, which is based on a mean for OECD countries set at 500 in PISA 2000 (with a standard deviation of 100).
National policies for support of low-achievers 11   1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  10  11  12  13  14  15  16  17  18  19  20  21  22  23  24  25  26  27  28  29  30  31  32  33  34  35  36  37  38  39  40  41  42  43  44  45  46 level policies in Belgium (Flemish community), Spain, the Netherlands and Slovenia do not provide a right to specialist reading teachers, PIRLS 2006 data shows that in practice a reading specialist is at least sometimes available for over 75% of fourth grade students (see Mullis et al., 2007, p. 193) . The wide availability of reading specialist support can partly explain the low levels of low achievers in reading in Belgium (Flemish community) and the Netherlands.
Conclusions: crucial role of reading specialists
This paper presented an attempt to link national educational policies with student achievement results as measured by international surveys. Despite the limitations in explanatory power on the education system level, international student achievement surveys proved to be a valuable source of information. Even though only 7% of variation in student achievement can be explained by country level variables, national policies concerning the provision of reading specialists successfully distinguished these education systems where 15-year-old students achieve better reading results.
The results show that there is a group of European countries (Scandinavian countries, Ireland, Poland and the United Kingdom) with extensive national policies offering targeted support, the most important of which is the provision of reading specialists. Such an approach seems to be associated with the best student outcomes.
The analysis indicates reading specialists may have a crucial role in helping students with reading difficulties to improve. Moreover, central level regulation by education authorities can be an effective way to assure the right to a reading specialist for every student in need.
National tests can help detecting individual students' weaknesses in reading; however, they do not provide any guidance to teachers regarding effective support measures. The reality of large classrooms may further prevent teachers from providing intensive support to individual students. Moreover, national tests are often just a onetime event or at best repeated every school year, which might be too infrequent for a timely detection of learning difficulties. Effective teachers and reading specialists should therefore not wait for these national measures in order to provide support for students facing reading difficulties and apply continuous assessment methods.
Curriculum guidelines on reading comprehension strategies, on the other hand, are important for promoting students' reading literacy and can help improving reading difficulties, even in later years of secondary schooling. However, having such regulations at national level might nevertheless translate into different levels of implementation in different countries, and even for different schools or teachers.
In order to be effective, national strategies for tackling low achievement in reading could therefore build on a solid policy basis and, most importantly, a uniform and practical implementation of the analysed support measures in schools-above all the provision of reading specialists who can work with struggling readers in class as early as reading difficulties appear. Central level regulations guaranteeing reading specialist support for every student can be a good start, which can be implemented by creating master programmes for primary teachers with specialisation in reading or qualification upgrades via continuous professional development. Thus, low achievement could effectively be tackled by providing appropriate targeted support.
1 National policies are defined as different kinds of official documents containing guidelines, obligations and/or recommendations for education institutions. Regulations are laws, rules or other order prescribed by public authority to regulate conduct. Recommendations are official documents proposing the use of specific tools, methods and/or strategies for teaching and learning. It does not have mandatory application. 2 As calculated by the unconditional three level regression model, see result section further. 3 http://eacea.ec.europa.eu/education/eurydice/index_en.php. 4 As PISA tests reading abilities of 15-year-olds, the impact of orthographic depth and syllabic complexity of languages, which is very important during the first years of reading acquisition (Blomert, 2009; Seymour et al., 2003) , becomes less pronounced. 5 National curricula in this paper is understood as various official documents containing regulations, recommendations and/or guidelines for education policy. They can refer to curriculum content, learning outcomes, assessment arrangements, learning materials and others. Several types of steering documents with different degrees of flexibility in their application can exist at the same time and at the same education level. 6 In order to ensure the comparability of the results across countries, PISA covers students who are aged between 15 years 3 months and 16 years 2 months at the time of the assessment, and who have completed at least six years of formal schooling, regardless of the type of institution in which they are enrolled, whether they are in full time or part time education, whether they attend academic or vocational programs, and whether they attend public or private schools or foreign schools within the country (OECD, 2010a) . Therefore, the number of completed school years and amount of time that students have received formal reading instruction may differ, especially in those countries where grade retention is practiced. For more information on the test and sample design, methodologies used to analyse the data, technical features of the project and quality control mechanisms of PISA 2009, see OECD (2012c). 7 Reading Recovery teachers are specially trained to provide selected children with daily half-hour one-to-one lessons tailored to their needs. The aim is also for schools to capitalise on the professional development provided to Reading Recovery teachers, to advise, mentor and support others in the school with responsibilities for children's literacy, including class teachers, teaching assistants and parents through lighter touch interventions (http://readingrecovery.ioe.ac.uk/). 8 Education systems with different orthographic depths or the degree of spelling-to-sound consistency are spread among the three groups. For example, Finnish, Finnish, Turkish, Bulgarian, Czech, Polish, Romanian are languages with rather straightforward relationship between letters and sounds, but have different approaches to support reading instruction and varying proportions of low achievers in reading. 9 The percentage of variance explained at level three correspond to the level 3 variance for the unconditional model, (i.e., 666), minus the level 3 residual variance for the model with the 3 independent variables (i.e., 436), the difference being then divided by the unconditional level 3 variance (i.e., 666). 21  22  23  24  25  26  27  28  29  30  31  32  33  34  35  36  37  38  39  40  41  42  43  44  45  46 National policies for support of low-achievers 15   1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  10  11  12  13  14  15  16  17  18  19  20  21  22  23  24  25  26  27  28  29  30  31  32  33  34  35  36  37  38  39  40  41  42  43  44  45  46 
